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OWEN BIDDLE. 

BY HENRY D. BIDDLE. 

Owen Biddle was born in 1737, his brother Clement 

being three years his junior. Much has been written in 

regard to Clement Biddle; but of the life of his elder 

brother Owen no complete account has ever, so far as we are 

aware, been published. Allusions to and notices of him are 

to be found scattered through various publications, and it 

will be our effort to collect and arrange into one compact 
and connected whole such notices as have come under our 

observation, as well as briefly to record such facts as we 

are in possession of; so that it may be, in a measure, possi 
ble to form some estimate of the man, and of the character 

of the services he rendered to his country at a most impor 
tant period. 

He was a great-grandson of William and Sarah (Kempe) 
Biddle. William Biddle was one of the proprietors of West 

New Jersey. Much has also been written about him ; suffice 

it here to say that the first deed granted by William Penn, 
Gawen Lawrie, Nicholas Lucas, and Edward Byllinge, for 

land in New Jersey to any purchaser, so far as yet ascer 

tained, was that given for one-nineteenth part of West 

Jersey to William Biddle and Daniel Wills. It is dated 

January 23, 1676.1 

Owen Biddle possessed a birthright membership in the 

Society of Friends. His early inclination appears to have 

been to the study of law. We have in our possession his 

copy of Blackstone's Commentaries, the first edition pub 
lished in this country.2 Whether he had any serious inten 

1 This deed is now (1892) in the possession of Edward C. Biddle, Esq., 
of Philadelphia. 

2 
This edition is in four volumes, with an additional volume as an 

Appendix, making five volumes in all. " Printed for the Subscribers by 
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tion of taking up the law as a profession we know not. If 

so, the intention was soon abandoned. His predilections 
were for scientific pursuits. He married, September 29, 

1760, at twenty-three years of age, Sarah Parke, of Chester 

County, Pennsylvania, and for a short time carried on the 

clock- and watch-making business ; but a few years before 

the breaking out of the Revolution he had engaged in the 

shipping and importing business. Their marriage was solem 

nized in St. Michael's and Zion Lutheran Church, and was 

by license. As they were both members, in good standing, 
of the Society of Friends, the reason of their being married 

in a Lutheran church is not known; but it does not appear 
that they thereby lost their right of membership in the 

Society. 
He was one of the signers, together with his brother 

Clement, of the Non-Importation Resolutions of the year 
1765. 

His scientific and mathematical attainments were of a 

high order. His youngest daughter, born in 1780, in a 

brief sketch of the family which she prepared at the re 

quest of some of his descendants, writes of him as follows : 

" 
My dear father was a man of quick feelings and nervous tempera 

ment; ... of good natural abilities, improved by an acquaintance 
with the standard authors of that time ; but his chief attention was 

directed in early life to mechanics and scientific subjects connected there 

with, which led him by degrees to astronomical studies ; and in these he 

continued to feel much interest. I remember the first Orrery which at 

that early day I had ever seen, was a simple one he constructed to give 
us some idea of the motion of the planets around the sun. In these, and 

some other pursuits, he was occasionally associated with Eittenhouse 

and other men of learning and science in the Philosophical Society, of 

which he continued a member through life ; though the latter part of 
it was almost exclusively devoted to other subjects, 

... and led him 

Eobert Bell, at the late Union Library in Third Street, Philadelphia, 
MDCCLXXI." In each volume Owen Biddle has inscribed his name, 
1771 ; then follows that of his son, John Biddle, Jr., 1781 ; then that of 
his grandson, James C. Biddle, 1833 ; then that of his great-grandson, 

Henry D. Biddle, 1871 ; thus covering a period of one hundred years, 

and including four generations in lineal descent. 



Owen Biddle. 301 

to turn his attention to the improvement of the youth in our religious 

society."l 

He had joined in early life a society called the Junto, 
which was a continuation of Franklin's Junto ; and in 

1763 he, together with Isaac Paschall, was appointed "to 

revise the laws and make a few alterations in them." Non 

resident members were admitted after the 30th of May, 

1766, when it lost its character as a club, and adopted the 

name of " The American Society for promoting and propa 

gating Useful Knowledge." Among the names of members 

we find those of Edmund Physick, Clement Biddle, Isaac 

and Moses Bartram, Nicholas Wain, and David Rittenhouse. 

As the aims of the Society were similar to those of the 

Philosophical Society, it was proposed to unite the two Soci 

eties into one ; and after considerable discussion, and some 

delays, the union took place in 1768, and thereafter was 

known as the American Philosophical Society, and the 

American Society ceased to exist. 

The year after the union of the societies, the transit of 

Venus over the sun's disc occurred, June 3, 1769; and the 

Society made preparations for its observation at three dif 

ferent places,?in the State-House yard, at Norriton, and at 

Cape Henlopen; Mr. Biddle being assigned to the latter 

station ; and Rev. Dr. William Smith, provost of the College 
of Philadelphia, David Rittenhouse, and John Lukens, sur 

veyor-general of the Province, at Norriton. 

The Rev. Dr. Smith writes,? 

"Our great discouragement at our first appointment, was the want of 

proper apparatus, especially good telescopes with micrometers. The 

generosity of our Provincial Assembly, soon removed a great part of this 

discouragement, not only by their vote to purchase one of the best re 

flecting telescopes with a Dollond's micrometer ; but likewise by their 

subsequent donation of one hundred pounds (this was in sterling money 

$444) ; for erecting observatories, and defraying other incidental ex 

penses. . . . An excellent reflecting telescope (though without a microm 

eter) ; the property of the Library Company of Philadelphia, and to 
which institution it was a donation from the Hon. T. Penn,?the same 

1 
Manuscript of Mrs. Anne Tatum, 1842. 
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that had been used by Messrs. Mason and Dixon, when employed in 

settling the boundary lines of Pennsylvania and Maryland, was neces 

sarily appropriated to the use of Mr. Owen Biddle, who was appointed 

by the Society to conduct the Observation of the Transit, near Cape 

Henlopen."x 

The observations of all the parties were successful, and 

are published with full details in the first volume of the 

Society's Transactions. 

The Rev. Dr. Smith in his communication to the Philo 

sophical Society on the 20th of July, 1770, added the fol 

lowing extract of a letter from the Rev. Nevil Maskelyne, 
Astronomer Royal of England.2 

" 
Greenwich, December 11th, 1769. 

" 
Mr. Maskelyne presents his compliments to Dr. Franklin, and shall 

be obliged to him when he writes to Philadelphia for enquiring of Mr. 
Owen Biddle what is the bearing, and what the absolute distance of 
Lewistown from the stone on Fenwick's Isle in English miles ; or else 

what is the difference of latitude and departure in English miles ? He 

may also, if he pleases, acquaint Mr. Biddle, that the latitude of the 

Middle Point between Fenwick's Isle and Chesapeake Bay, as found by 
Messrs. Mason and Dixon is 38?, 27', 34" ; and the length of a degree of 

latitude, as measured by them, is 68.886 statute miles. 
" 

Mr. Maskelyne would also recommend it to Dr. Smith, and the Nor 

riton observers, to settle the bearing and distance in English miles be 

tween Norriton and the southernmost part of the city of Philadelphia, 
or else the State House square ; as this will still further confirm the 

situation of the Norriton Observatory, by connecting it with Messrs. 

Mason and Dixon's meridian line. 
" 

Mr. Maskelyne hopes the Pennsylvania observers will be so kind as 

to send us their observations of the transit of Mercury, which happened 

November 9th, if they were fortunate enough to see it ; and any other 

observations they have made, which have not yet been sent here, tending 

to establish the difference of longitude." 

And writing to Dr. Smith on December 26, 1769, he fur 

ther says,? 

" 
I could wish the difference of meridian of Norriton and Philadel 

phia could be determined by some measures and bearings, within one 

1 
Barton's 

" 
Life of David Eittenhouse," pp. 167, 169. 

2 " 
Life of Eev. William Smith, D.D.," by Horace Wemyss Smith, 

Vol. I. pp. 447-451. 
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fiftieth, or one-hundredth part of the whole; in order to connect your 

observations with those made at Philadelphia and the Capes of Dela 

ware, as also to connect your observations of the longitude of Norriton 

with those made by Messrs. Mason and Dixon, in the course of measur 

ing a degree of latitude. I hope to be favored with an account of your 

observations of the late transit of Mercury if you made any, and of the 

late eclipse of the moon. I shall be obliged to you for the continuance 

of your correspondence, and am Sir, yours, &c, 

"Nevil Maskelyne. " 
To Eev. Dr. Smith." 

On the 24th of June, 1778, just one week after the evac 

uation of Philadelphia by the British army, David Ritten 

house, Rev. Dr. Smith, John Lukens, and Owen Biddle 
were busied in making observations on an eclipse of the 

sun.1 

There were in Philadelphia at that time several educated 
and scientific foreigners, who also engaged in astronomical 

observations ; an extract of a letter from one follows, who, 

however, was not skilled in the use of the English language. 

" 
Philada., June 30, 1779. 

"Dr. Sir 
" 

For to accomplish my purpose, I take the Honour in sending you, 
to your Insight, a calculation of the late celebrated Eclipse of the 

Moon, passed May the 29th. In case it should gain your applause, 
and finding it to be of any utility, you may communicate it to other 
respectable Members of the Philosophical Society at Philadelphia ; which 
after perusal, you will please to deliver to Mr. David Deshler, and so 

likewise the calculation of the Eclipse of the Sun last year past, which 

I left to your Hands when there. . . . 

"Pray dear Sir! excuse me if my Performances should be found too 

much in a High German Dialect, which is particularly to attribute the 
want of English Mathematical Authors, for so to express myself ac 

ceptably in that very term in Custom by this Nation. . . . 

"I am, Sir 
" 

Your most obed't and humble Serv't, 
"Daniel Freehart. " 

Owen Biddle, Esquire." 

It appears to have been a difficult task at that time to 

print a volume such as was the first of the Society's Trans 

1 
Barton's 

" 
Life of David Eittenhouse," p. 261. 
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actions. In August, 1769, a committee was appointed to 

attend to the matter, and a whole year elapsed before the 

astronomical papers were finished. The Society presented 
each member of the Assembly with a copy, together with 

an address, in which they state that 

"it will give satisfaction to the members of the honorable House to 

find that the Province which they represent can boast of the first Society, 
and the first publication of a volume of Transactions for the advance 

ment of useful knowledge on this side of the Atlantic; a volume which 

is wholly American, in composition, printing and paper ; and which, we 

flatter ourselves, may not be thought altogether unworthy of the atten 

tion of men of letters in the most improved parts of the world." 

A number of the members of the Society, in the year 

1770, formed a " 
Society for encouraging the culture of silk 

in Pennsylvania." It was a favorite project of Benjamin 

Franklin, and although it proved a failure, some notice of 

it may be here given on account of Mr. Biddle's connection 

with it. It was the first effort of the kind made in the 

northern portion of this country, although in the South it 

appears to have been attended with considerable success. 

Dr. Franklin, who w~as then in England, had written to 

Dr. Cadwalader Evans, 

" 
that if some provision were made by the Assembly for promoting the 

growth of mulberry trees in all parts of the province, the culture of silk 

might afterwards follow easily. 
... It is the happiest of all inventions 

for cloathing. Wool uses a good deal of land to produce it, which if 

employed in raising corn, would afford much more subsistence for man 

than mutton amounts to. . . . 
Mulberry trees may be planted in hedge 

rows, in walks or avenues, near a house, where nothing else is wanted to 

grow." 

A petition dated the 2d of February, 1770, was sent to 

the Assembly, 
" 

Signed in behalf, and by unanimous desire 

of the Society at their meeting, by Thomas Bond, V.P., and 

Samuel Rhoads, V.P.," begging their aid in establishing 
a filature at Philadelphia; and a company was organized 

with the following managers and treasurer: Dr. Cadwalader 

Evans, Israel Pemberton, Benjamin Morgan, Moses Bartram, 
Dr. Francis Alison, Dr. William Smith, John Rhea, Samuel 
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Rhoads, Thomas Fisher, Owen Biddle, Henry Drinker, 
Robert Strettell Jones, Managers; Edward Penington, 
Treasurer. 

It appears to have been made a stock concern ; subscrip 
tions were made in aid of the Society by a majority of the 

most respectable inhabitants of Philadelphia, headed by 
Hon. John Penn, who subscribed ?20, and William Allen 

and James Hamilton each ?15. The total subscriptions 
amounted to about ?900; and the Assembly afterwards 

voted ?1000 towards the object. 
Premiums were given to those persons who raised the 

greatest quantity of cocoons; and a prize of ?10 was given 
in 1771 to Joanna Ettwein, of Bethlehem, and another was 

awarded to Mrs. Susannah Wright, of Columbia, Pennsyl 

vania, and from the silk woven from her cocoons a court 

dress was made for the Queen of England, which was pre 
sented by Dr. Franklin, and samples of the same were de 

posited in the Philadelphia Library. 
On the 5th of January, 1770, Mr. Biddle was elected one 

of the curators of the Philosophical Society; and on the 

18th of May of the same year, the Society appointed him, 

together with Mr. Joel Bailey and Richard Thomas, to take 

the courses and distances from New Castle Court-house to 

the State House Observatory, in the most careful and accu 

rate manner, that the latitude and longitude of each might 
be determined ; and at a meeting of the Society, held 23d 

of July, 1770, Mr. Biddle, in his account to the Society of 
the measurements he had made, read the following letter 

received by him from the Rev. Dr. Smith : 

" 
Philada., 23d July, 1770. 

"Dear Sir: Since you finished your measurement from New Castle 

Court-house to the Philadelphia Observatory in the State-house Square, 
the 58th vol. of the [Eoyal English] Philosophical Transactions has 
come to hand, containing the whole work of Messrs. Mason and Dixon ; 
and it is with great pleasure I find, that the longitude of the middle 

point of the peninsula (and consequently of your Observatory at Lewes) 
in respect to Philadelphia, will come out almost entirely the same from 

their work as yours, altho' obtained by different routes." 

Vol. xvl?20 
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The great interest which the Philosophical Society had 
manifested in the transit of Venus of 1769, and the suc 

cess of the observations of the different committees ap 

pointed to view it, were of great value to the Society in 

bringing it to the notice of European savants, and had the 

effect of resurrecting it from its comparatively languid and 

nearly moribund condition, and of infusing new life and 

vigor into it. 

On the 1st of January, 1773, Mr. Biddle was elected one 

of the secretaries of the Society ; and on the 4th of Janu 

ary, 1782, one of the councillors. On the 2d of March, 

1781, he delivered the annual oration before the Society ; it 

being one of a series,?the others having been delivered 

by the Rev. Dr. Smith, Dr. B. Rush, David Rittenhouse, 

Timothy Matlack, and Dr. P. Bond. 

The work of the Society was mostly suspended during 
the Revolution. On the 5th of June, 1781, there was a 

special meeting to hear Mr. Biddle's report of the situation 

of the Silk Society. He reported it to be a failure, and 

recommended that an Act of Assembly be sought for the 

transfer of the unexpended funds. A committee was there 

upon appointed to draft the petition; and on the 15th of 

April, 1782, an Act of Assembly was passed 
" 

transferring 
the monies and properties to the Philosophical Society, who 

are to be accountable and re-deliver the same, whenever a 

majority of the subscribers to the Silk Society shall request 

it, to revive their institution." 

We have thus grouped together, and recorded in a brief 

manner, the leading facts in regard to his connection with 

the Philosophical Society, and will now return to the year 
1775. 

On January 23 of that year he was appointed a delegate 
to the Provincial Conference, held in Philadelphia, and in 

which the resolve of non-importing was confirmed, and the 

encouragement of domestic manufactures was urged, espe 

cially that of saltpetre and gunpowder, 
" inasmuch as there 

existed a great necessity for them, particularly in the Indian 

trade." 
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Congress reassembled on the 10th of May, and General 

Washington was appointed commander of the army. The 

battle of Lexington had been fought on the 19th of April, 
and on the 17th of June that of Bunker Hill occurred. 

These stirring and eventful times inflamed the ardor and 

aroused the zeal of the brothers Biddle. Although edu 

cated in the peaceable tenets of the Society of Friends, they 
both entered heart and soul into the impending contest. 

Owen remained at home engaged in public duties of a 

patriotic character, while Clement entered the army. 
A committee was appointed June 30,1775, termed a Com 

mittee of Safety for the province ; 
" for raising Troops when 

they judged proper and necessity should require ; ... for 

paying and supplying them with necessaries while in actual 

service," etc., and they were authorized to draw orders on 

the treasurer for the above purposes. Owen Biddle was 

appointed a member, and was very active and efficient in 

his discharge of the duties connected therewith. On July 
6 he was one of the committee for the construction of 

boats and machines for the defence of the river ; on July 
14 he was ordered to procure four tons of grape-shot ; on 

August 15 he produced an order from the City Committee 

for lead and flints they had in their possession ; on August 
31 he was directed to procure for the use of the Board a 
" Seal about the size of a Dollar, with a Cap of Liberty, and 
a motto, This is my right and I will defend it, inscribed with 

Pennsylvania, Committee of Safety, 1775 ;" and on the 7th 
of September he is desired to procure a rifle that will carry 
a half-pound ball, with a telescope sight. On June 1,1776, 
he is requested to procure, properly assorted, three hundred 

tons of cannon-shot; and on the 8th of June, James and 

Owen Biddle are authorized to agree for a sufficient number 

of storehouses in Germantown, to contain the salt, saltpetre, 
and other articles belonging to the Province, that may be 

thought necessary to send there for their better security ; 
and finally, on August 7 he is desired to procure the neces 

sary clothing for Col. Atlee's battalion.1 

1 
For reference to the above, see Colonial Eecords (First Series), Vol. X. 
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A conference of the delegates from all the County Com 

mittees was held at Philadelphia on the 18th of June, 1776, at 

Carpenters' Hall, to decide upon the mode of electing dele 

gates to a Provincial Convention for the purpose of framing 
a new Constitution for Pennsylvania. Congress having 
recommended the formation of new State governments, this 

method of effecting the change, which was pursued in other 

States by a revolutionary convention, was determined upon, 
" for the express purpose of forming a new government for 

this Province, on the authority of the people only." 
The convention was composed of eight members from the 

city of Philadelphia and from each county, all elected by 
the people ; the delegates from Philadelphia being Benjamin 

Franklin, Frederick Kuhl, Owen Biddle, George Clymer, 

Timothy Matlack, James Cannon, George Schlosser, and 

David Rittenhouse. 

They assembled on the 15th of July, 1776, and continued 

in session until the 28th of September, when the new Con 

stitution was promulgated. 
Owen Biddle's name is not attached to the Constitution. 

Neither is that of George Clymer. It is known that Mr. 

Biddle sat, on the day of signing, in the Committee of 

Safety, and was busy all day in paying off the members 

of the Convention. Whether in the hurry of business 

he neglected signing, or was opposed to some of its pro 

visions, cannot now be ascertained from any accessible 

document. 

On July 6, 1776, at a meeting of the Committee of Safety, 

George Clymer, Chairman : 

" The President of the Congress this day sent the following Eesolve 
of Congress, which is directed to be entered on the Minutes of this 

Board. 
" In Congress 5th July, 1776. 
" 

Resolved, That copies of the Declaration be sent to the several As 

semblies, Conventions, and Councils of Safety, and to the several Com 

manding Officers of the Continental Troops, that it be proclaimed in 

each of the United States, and at the head of the Army. 
" 

By order of Congress, 

(Signed) John Hancock, Presd't." 
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"In consequence of the above Eesolve, Letteis were wrote to the 

Counties of Bucks, Chester, Northampton, Lancaster, and Berks, Inclos 

ing a Copy of the said Declaration, requesting the same to be publish'd 
on Monday next, at the places where the Election for Delegate? are to 

be held." 

The following document appears, a bill for expenses in 

curred in compliance with the instructions of Congress to 

transmit a copy of the Declaration of Independence to each 

of the places named; a photographic fac-simile of which 

we give : 

" 
The Committee of Safety 

"To Michael Kuhn, Dr. 
" 

To go as an Express to Chester County 4 days at 15 . . ?3. 0.0 
" To do do Lancaster County 4 days ... 3. 0.0 
" To do do Potts Grove &c, 3J days . . . 2.12.6 
" To do do Bucks County 4 days, .... 3. 0.0 

?11.12.6 

" 
Pay the above account being for services done by order of the Com 

mittee of Safety, as per the above account. 

"Owen Biddle,1 
"10th July, 1776. " To John Nixon, Esq. & others 

the Committee of Acco'ts." 

The following is a letter from Major (afterwards General) 
Thomas Mifflin to Owen Biddle.2 

" 
Cambridge Camp, 28th July, 1775. 

" 
Dear Mr. Biddle 

"You cannot oblige me more than by a Eepetition of your last 

Favor, and may depend upon my Exertions to gratify you whenever a 

proper opportunity offers. 
" 

Ever since we came into this Camp we have been employed in se 

curing our Posts around the Enemy. Our works are near completed,? 

1 This document is in the possession of Edward C. Biddle, Esq. 
2 
For this letter, and those which follow, we are indebted to the 

courtesy of Mrs. Neilson J. Eitter, of Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia, a 

daughter of the late John Biddle, Esq., and a great-granddaughter of 

Owen Biddle. They are selected from her large and important collection 

of family papers. 
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indeed they are already very formidable, and in my opinion impregnable 
to the Eegulars in their present weak state. 

" 
If you look into Aitken's Map of Boston Environs, you may be able 

to form an imperfect Idea of the two Camps. The Enemy are strongly 

posted on Bunker's Hill?a Cockpit or Eedoubt on the Crown?two in 

the Centre, and a strong Line at the foot of the Hill. Their out Centries 

are posted about two hundred and fifty yds. from the Bottom of the Hill. 
Our advanced Post is near the same place. The Centries not more than 

50 yds. from each other. Our works extend from Mystic Eiver on the 

East, to Cambridge Eiver, Eoxbury & Dorchester Neck on the West. 

We have Winter Hill & Prospect Hill well secured with Eedoubts, &c. 
?many works in the Intervals and on each Eiver. By Deserters just 

come over to us we are informed that the Enemy have erected a Bomb 

Battery against our works on Prospect Hill & propose to open the Ball 

this Day, and that they have prepared a large Float to enter Cambridge 

Eiver, & intend to burn this Town. These things are merely Gascon 

ade, and if attempted to be put in execution cannot hurt us. They 
have already hardened our people by Bombarding Eoxbury in vain; 
and plainly prove the want of strength to attempt our Lines by an 

approach. " The Post is just setting off which obliges me to close my Letter with 
out giving you the Actions of this day, which may be a busy one. Your 

Letter has not been in my possession more than 15 minutes. Had I read 

it sooner you should have had a Letter instead of this bare acknowledge 
ment of its answer. Make my best Eespects to Clemmy and your Fam 

ily, & believe me to be 
" 

Your very sincere & attd Frd. 
" 

T. Mifflin. 

" 
Bunker's Hill is One mile and a few perches from Prospect Hill. 

Within Cannon shot. A mile & a half to Winter's Hill?The same." 

On the 4th of March, 1777, the Supreme Executive Coun 

cil and the Assembly under the new Constitution met ; and 

on the 13th of March they established a Board of War, and 

a Navy Board ; the former consisting of nine persons, of 

whom Mr. Biddle was one. He was appointed President of 

the Board on the 13th of March, and acted as such for sev 

eral months. The Committee of Safety was then dispensed 
with. 

On the 5th of May, Clement, who was. with the army, 
writes to his brother as follows : 
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" 
Head Quarters, Morris Town, 

"Dear Owen May 5, 1777. 
" I should complain of your silence did I not know how much you 

are engaged. 
. . . 

" 
The affair at Danbury cost the enemy pretty dear. I think their loss 

must be 300 killed & wounded. We had destroyed ab* 1800 bbls. salt 

provisions, 2000 bus. grain, 6 or 8 Hhds. of Eum & Wine, 2 or 3 of 

Sugar, & 1600 Tents. The arrival of three Vessels to the Eastward much 

more than compensates our Loss in every article. . . . 
" 

Our Army begins to be very respectable, and in a few days our 

strength will be equal to the Enemy in the field. Our men are hearty, 
well clothed and provisioned, and in fine spirits?most have Tents and 

the whole will in a few days. 
. . . 

" 
My presence here is necessary. I never will quit in dishonor, and 

am ready to render any service which my Country may require of me ; 

but unless I am established on some footing better than at present, I 

cannot support it. ... I never wish to withdraw myself from Danger 
while all around calls for the exertion of each individual. . . . 

" With love to Sally & the children, 
" 

I am, Dr Owen, 
" 

Yr afft. Bro., 
"Clement Biddle." 

By an Act of Assembly of the 13th of October, 1777 (the 
city then being occupied by the British), a body was created 

termed the Council of Safety, consisting of the Supreme 
Executive Council and nine other persons. Mr. Biddle was 

also a member of this body. This Council was dissolved 
December 6, 1777, by proclamation of the Supreme Execu 

tive Council. 

In June, 1777, he was appointed Deputy Commissioner 

of Forage. His brother Clement was then acting as Com 

missary-General of Forage, and he became his deputy. 
The following document, stating the terms on which he 
was employed, appears ; of which we give a photographic 
copy. 

" 
Terms proposed for Owen Biddle, Esqr. A.C.G. Forage at Philadel 

phia for conducting the Business of the Department there, 
" 

1st. That he be allowed one Quarter per cent by the States on all 



312 Owen Biddle. 

monies drawn by him, and expended in the district South West of the 
Delaware. 

" 
2d. That the same allowance be paid him by the Corny. Geni, of 

Forage to make up his Commissions, one half per cent. 
" 

3d. The usual commissions to be paid him for purchases in his 

district of the City and County of Philadelphia. 
"4th. Necessary Assistants and Clerks to be allowed him. 
" 

5th. Office Eent to be paid by the States. 

" 
N.B.?The whole accounts of the Department to be transmitted to 

Philadelphia for Settlement at the Office there, by him or a deputy in 
the Office. 

" 
The Forage business being in great distress for want of a suitable Per 

son to conduct it at Philadelphia; and not being able to procure a 

proper one for the purpose short of the above conditions. I am under 

the necessity of engaging Mr. Biddle, fearing the want of his Services 

should bring distress upon the Army, and confusion creep into the De 

partment. 
" 

Nath. Greene, Q.M.G. 
"Middle Brook, 1st April, 1779. 

" 
I confirm the within on my part. 

" 
Clement Biddle, C.G.F. 

" 
To Owen Biddle, Esq. 

" 
A. C. G. F. 

"Philadelphia." 

Which document is endorsed on the back : " The terms 

on which Major General Greene and C. Biddle employed 
me in the Forage department." 

His cousin, Charles Biddle, who was then at sea, writes 

him as follows : 

" 
Mole, Feb'y 1,1777. 

" 
Dear Sir 

"I was in hopes to have seen you by this time, but one accident 

or another has prevented me. I expect soon to see the Brig here. I 

long to have a Cruize in her. I cannot express the uneasiness I feel at 

being here at this time, but hope soon to be with you, tho' I could make 

out exceeding well by staying here. Capt. Pickering in a Brig belong 

ing to the State of Maryland, that fitted out at this place, cut out of the 
N. side of Jamaica a large ship and several small vessels. 

" I have sent you by Mr. Hunter to the amount of fifty dollars in 
small articles that must neat a great Profit, and will bring or send the 

remainder by the next good opportunity. As I write to none of the 
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Family but you, please to give my affectionate love to them all, and 

believe me, 
" 

(Memo, by Owen Biddle.) 
" 

Dr. Sir, 
Captain Biddle has remitted to me, 

" Your most affib kinsman, 
10 ps. Canvass, cost . . ?51.13.2 

" 
& humble Serv*, 

1 
" 

Linen . . . . 6. 2.9 "Chas. Biddle." 

Twine.1.17.6 

Pins & Needles, by Alex'r. Hunter, 18.15. 

?78. 8.5 
"26 May, 1777. 

"Owen Biddle." 

Mr. Biddle also joined with eighty other merchants in 

becoming personally responsible for about two hundred 

and sixty thousand pounds for supplies for the army, without 

which assistance it could not have been retained in the field. 

The two following letters are in reference to the forage 
business : 

From Owen Biddle to Clement Biddle. 

" 
Philada. 30th Novr 1779. 

" 
Dear Brother 

"... Continental money goes on depreciating at a rapid rate. 

Hickory fire wood is at ?90 per cord ; Flour ?75 per hundred, and in many 
places in this State, Eye is at ?12, Corn ?10, Barley ?8, Oats ?5, Buck 
wheat ?6, per bushel. I see no prospect of the price reducing under 

the present situation of our funds. . . . 
" 

I am, your affectionate Brother 

"Owen Biddle." 

From Owen Biddle to Colonel Charles Pettit. 

" 
Philada Deer 31st 1779. 

"Sir 
" 

Agreeable to your Eequisition I have endeavored to make out an 

Account of forage purchased in one year, which I have subjoined. It 

is chiefly taken from actual returns ; and where returns have not been 

made, the quantity is rated rather under than to exceed what I believe 

to have been purchased. 
" 

It is not in my power to give you that satisfaction I could wish re 

specting the proportions used in different seasons of the year ; as many 
returns made into the office specify only the annual amount without dis 

tinguishing the monthly purchases ; but there is evidently more by near 
one third used during the winter than during the summer. The follow 

ing account will differ from that which I rendered you the 21st. Inst., as 
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that was done hastily, which occasioned several returns to be overlooked, 

and some districts not taken into the account, but it will appear that I 
had not exaggerated the quantity in that estimate. 

" 
In the Eastern States the quantity of grain consumed is small com 

pared with the quantity of Hay, occasioned by the use of oxen, which 

is an advantage worthy of note. 
" 

An Account of Forage purchased and consumed in one year. 
Bus. Grain. Tons Hay. 

Purchased by Col. Finnie in Virginia 
. . . 88,085 327 

Purchased by Col. Hut, part in Virginia, and part 

in Pennsylvania 
.. 52,494 606 

In Western shore of Maryland 
.... 34,858 397 

" 
Eastern do .... 156,323 359 

" Delaware. 117,395 700 
" 

Pennsylvania, viz., 

Philada. City and County. 41,235 2,705 
Chester County. 26,689 578 
Berks County. 37,615 214 

Lancaster County. 67,213 1,469 

Cumberland, York, and Bedford Cos. . . 43,413 752 

Northumberland County. 10,075 315 

Northampton, and Bucks Cos. (supposed to be, 

not having returns). 60,000 600 

In New York State (supposed to be, not having re 

turns) . 100,000 1,000 
" 

Jersey State (supposed to be, not having returns) 120,000 1,500 
" 

Connecticut. 28,081 4,237 
" Ehode Island. 3,923 1,808 
" 

Massachusetts. 8,743 1,457 
" 

New Hampshire (supposed) 
. . . . 500 50 

" 
Albany district, not included in the estimate for 

New York. 7,315 333 

Total amount.1,003,957 19,407 

" 
Out of this quantity of 1,003,957 Bushels of Corn and Grain, about 

fifty thousand should be deducted which is sent from Virginia and the 

Western shore of Maryland, to the head of Elk ; and which is included 

in the quantity specified as purchased in Virginia and the Western 

shore of Maryland ; also on the Eastern shore, which occasions it to be 

taken into the account. 
" 

I am with respect 
" 

Sir, yr obedfc & hble serv* 

"Owen Biddle 

"Ass* C. Gen1 Forage. 
" 

Col. Charles Pettit 
" 

A.Q.M. General." 
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The celebrated Thomas Paine, author of " Common 

Sense," etc., when compelled to resign his commission as 

secretary to the Congressional Committee of Foreign 

Affairs, January 8, 1779, for publishing in the Pennsylvania 
Packet of January 2 and 5 of the same year two letters in 

regard to the supplies which Silas Deane and Beaumarchais 

professed to have purchased, which were really a present 
from the Court of France, became a clerk to Owen Biddle, 
and whilst in this position he still prosecuted his controversy 
with Deane. The next year (1780) he was appointed clerk 

to the Assembly of Pennsylvania. 
Those members of the Society of Friends who had taken 

an active part in the Revolution were, after the war was 

over, denied their usual rights and privileges, and the 

Friends proceeded to disown them. On the 20th of Febru 

ary, 1781, the following persons met at the house of Samuel 

Wetherill : Isaac Howell, James Sloane, Robert Parrish, 
White Matlack, Samuel Wetherill, Owen Biddle, Moses 

Bartram, and Benjamin Say, and they organized a society 
of their own, which they entitled " The Monthly Meeting 
of Friends, called by some Free Quakers, distinguishing us 

from those of our brethren who have disowned us." 

The number of members was said to have been about 
one hundred, among whom were Christopher Marshall, 

Timothy Matlack, Joseph Stiles, Peter Thomson, John 

Claypoole, and John Eldridge. They started a subscription 
for the erection of a meeting-house, and with the fund 

thus raised purchased a lot of ground at the southwest 
corner of Arch and Fifth Streets, and erected the building 
still standing there, with the inscription in its gable end 

testifying to its having been " Erected A.D. 1783. Of the 

Empire 8." 

They also petitioned the Legislature for a lot of ground 
for burial purposes, and on the 26th of August, 1786, an 

act was passed vesting in the Free Quakers a lot on the 

west side of Fifth Street, between Prune and Spruce 
Streets. 

There had been a contest in 1774 between the governor 
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of Virginia and the authorities of Pennsylvania in regard 
to the boundary-line between the two States. The fort at 

Pittsburgh had been seized by orders of Lord Dunmore, he 

claiming it was within the Virginia boundary ; and troubles 

also arose with the Indians. On February 11, 1782, Owen 

Biddle was appointed to run the boundary-line between the 

two States, a work which he doubtless performed, though 
we have no record of it. 

His residence was Peel Hall, which occupied the site 

of the present Girard College, and which was burned 

during the British occupation of the city, and it has usually 
been supposed was destroyed in retaliation for his activity 
in the American service. But upon investigation this 

proves to be erroneous. The Peel Hall property, containing 

forty-five acres of land, was purchased June 7, 1742, by 
Oswald Peel, who doubtless erected the mansion-house, and 

from whom it derived its name. In 1765 Oswald Peel 

dieti, and his executors conveyed the same to Turbutt 

Francis, who the same year conveyed it to William Dowell. 

He died in 1768, and on the 17th of April, 1771, his widow 

conveyed the same to Andrew Doz, who, on the 1st of April, 

1775, conveyed it to Richard Penn. 

It was during the ownership of Richard Penn that the 

building was burned (in November, 1777), the excuse being 
that it served as a protection for the rebels in firing upon 
the British. 

On the 15th of February, 1779, Richard Penn, by his 

attorney, Tench Francis, conveyed the said forty-five acres, 
with the ruins of the mansion-house, to Owen Biddle, the 

deed reciting that 

" 
the capital Messuage called Peel Hall, with the outhouses, improve 

ments and gardens, being now torn down, burnt, and almost destroyed ; 

and the tract or piece of land belonging thereunto being laid waste and 

opened to commons ; the Fences which enclosed the same being taken 

away and destroyed ; and the said Tench Francis, attorney for the said 

Eichard Penn being mindful of the Trust in him reposed, thinking it 
most advantageous to the estate, and for the benefit of the said Eichard 

Penn, to sell and dispose of the same ; accordingly has contracted with 
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and sold the same to Owen Biddle for the consideration of Nine thou 

sand three hundred and Eighty Seven pounds lawful money of Penn 

sylvania." 
l 

The following letter is from George Lux, Esq. He had 

married Catharine, daughter of Edward Biddle, of Reading, 
Pa., and resided in Baltimore. Edward Biddle was a mem 

ber of the Congresses of 1774 and 1775, but was unable to 

attend the latter Congress on account of ill health. He died 

September 5, 1779. 
" 

Baltimore 25 December, 1779. " 
Dear Sir 
" I did myself the pleasure of writing you by General Thompson a 

few days ago. In the letter I mentioned several letters being forwarded 

to Mrs. Biddle, and I did not think at the time of writing it, that I 
should have so good an opportunity of sending it directly to Mrs. Biddle 

without troubling you. I must now beg the favour of you to forward to 

Eeading the letter for Mrs. Biddle accompanying this. 

1 
Among those Philadelphia property-holders who suffered loss by the 

British occupation, according to an appraisement made in 1782, were: 

"Eichard Penn and Sarah Master's estate, Northern Liberties, West, 

?4890," which doubtless included this property. Eichard Penn had 
married Mary, daughter of William and Mary Lawrence Masters, May 

21, 1772. 
As it may be of interest to continue the title to this property to its 

occupancy by Girard College, we add the following : 
Owen Biddle's assignees, on the 9th of December, 1784, conveyed to 

James Starr the mansion-house and nineteen acres, being the easternmost 

part of the tract; and on the 1st of May, 1785, they conveyed the 

westernmost part (twenty-five and one-quarter acres) to Henry Chap 
man. On the 3d of November, 1792, Henry Chapman conveyed to John 

Mayo ; and on the 1st of October, 1794, James Starr, and on the 22d of 

November, 1794, John Mayo conveyed the same unto Jeremiah and 

Eichard Parker. The said Eichard Parker died intestate and without 

issue February 26, 1818, leaving two brothers, Jeremiah and William 

Parker, and four sisters, Lydia, Sarah, Eleanor (Parker) Foulke, and 

Eebecca (Parker) Hallowell. Lydia Parker died December 5, 1823, 
unmarried and intestate ; Jeremiah Parker died October 27, 1827, 

having devised all his real estate to his brother William; and on the 
6th of June, 1831, William Parker, Eleanor Foulke (widow), and John 
and Eebecca Haliowell conveyed the said messuage and forty-five acres 

of land to Stephen Girard for the consideration of thirty-five thousand 
dollars. 
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" This is forwarded by Mr Luther Martin, Attorney General for this 
State. I must request the favour of you, My dear Sir, to get both the 

plans of St. Peter's & Christ churches, and send [them] down by him : 

let them be particularly specified, so as to be obvious to the meanest 

capacity, for we must have a good Church in this town, if possible. 

Any expence arising from employing a Draughtsman &c, I will readily 

pay you on demand, & knowing the sum by Mr Martin ; he is requested 
to call on you for the plans.1 . . . Believe me to be 

" 
Dear Sir 

" 
Your Friend & Serv* 

" 
Geo Lux. 

" 
Owen Biddle Esq" 

We select from an extensive correspondence a few letters 

to and from Owen Biddle, chiefly relating to the perplexities 
and troubles which he encountered in conducting the busi 

ness of the Forage Department. 
" 

Philad^ Octobr 14th 1779. 
" 

Dear Clemmy 

"... We had hopes that our Money would appreciate in consequence 

of the measures adopted by Congress, and a general wish prevailed for 

that purpose, and that ye prices of Forage would become more mod 

erate and stationary. 
. . . Before I received your last letter I was con 

vinced to ye contrary, & had made a formal application in writing for 

1,200,000 Dollars as necessary for the Immediate supply of the Army & 

Cattle, agreeable to the requisition of Messrs Chaloner & White, besides 

what might be wanted for forming magazines. Since then our necessi 

ties have increased beyond credibility, and for want of money we are 

obliged to decline the purchase of large quantities of Forage which has 

been offered for ready money, altho' I am certain some disaster must 

happen for want of it. . . . This you may depend on?that I cannot 

furnish forage for the army agreeable to your expectation or the wants 

1 
In a memorandum-book of Owen Biddle, we find the following 

under date of January 18, 1780: "John Folwell has had at different 

times the following sums of money for a model of Christ Church ; viz. 

185, 50, 60 and 200 dollars." 

This, of course, is in Continental currency. 

In the same book, under date of May 31, 1780, he quotes the price of 

vegetables as follows : 
" 

Peas at market this day 
. . .30 dois, a half peck. 

Asparagus 

Cabbage plants. 
Butter 

Eadishes . 

. 5 
" 

pr bunch, 

from 15 to 20 
" " 

hundred, 

from 8 to 12 
" " 

pound. 
. 1 

" " 
bunch." 
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of the army unless I am kept in cash to support the expences of the de 

partment. . . . For heaven's sake represent our situation, and obtain 

speedy and effectual advances of cash with which I will be answerable 
that you shall have a sufficiency of Forage, if it is to be had ; but with 
out I shall consider myself entirely freed from any obligation to provide 
for you. I would not have you consider this Letter as a matter of form, 
but substantially true, and to avert the distresses that must ensue, I do 

entreat your interposition. I am out of Forage (Grain, I mean), out of 

money, and I apply to you as my dernier resort, after other official appli 
cations have failed. 

"I am Dr Brother 
" 

Yr very affect8 
" 

Owen Biddle, A.C.G.F. 
" 

To Col. Clement Biddle 
" 

Commiss7 Gen1 Forage 
" 

New Windsor." 

Owen Biddle to Colonel Archibald Steel, A.C.G.F., 

Martinsburg. " 
Philada 3d March 1780. 

"Sir 

"... The very necessitous situation of the Public, for want of ways 
and means to provide suitably for the support of the several departments 
of the Army, makes me very unhappy, & I have no doubt but all those 

Gentlemen in power who have the management of our finances are 

equally distressed and much embarrassed ; at the same time that I feel for 

our own distressed situation, & have the greatest compassion for them, 

upon whom all our complaints for want of Money must center ; and like 

Atlas, they have a world of difficulties to support. 
" 

After premising thus much you will readily imagine that the subse 

quent part of the Letter contains only an apology for not sending you 
the money you desire ; as in truth, such has been my situation for 

several months past, that I have been obliged to borrow all the money I 

had credit for, to add to the little I received from the public, to pay the 

running expences of the office, and to answer some special Orders from 

my superiors in office. 

"I suppose you have been informed that General Schuyler, Gen1 

Mifflin & Col. Pickering are appointed by Congress to make a general 
new arrangement of the staff departments ; to inquire into the conduct 

of all staff officers &c. &c. From this appointment Congress have great 

expectations of some useful reform, and that they will adopt such plans 
of ceconomy, that the future supplies will be more adequate to the public 

expences. I long for these Gentlemen to enter upon business, in hopes 
I shall be delivered in some way from my present embarrassments, 

which are almost insupportable ; but we cannot shrink from the burden 
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at this time with reputation to ourselves, nor without great inconveni 

ence to the cause in which we are engaged. 
" 

I flatter myself these considerations will have the same influence 

upon us all ; which will at least secure to us the approbation of our 

country ; that will be some compensation for the sacrifice we are daily 

making, both of our peace of mind & fortunes. 
" 

I am, 
" 

Your Obed* humble serv* 

"Owen Biddle Ass* C.G.F." 

From Major-General Arnold to Colonel Clement Biddle. 

" 
Philad* March 11. 1780. 

" 
D? Sir 

" I have applied frequently of late to the Forrage Master for Hay & 
Oats for my Horses, and can obtain neither, aud they are now starving. 
I must request that you will give orders that I may be supplied with 

Both. If there is no Oats in the Magazines, I will order some bought, 

provided you will pay for them, which will oblige 
"Sir, 

"Your most Hble servfc 

"B. Arnold MG1. 
" 

Colonel Biddle." 

His brother Clement had for some time found that the 

duties connected with his office as Commissary-General of 

Forage were, principally from not being supplied with the 

requisite funds for making the necessary purchases, very 

harassing and laborious, and he was now desirous of 

retiring from this vexatious post in order that he might 
devote some attention to his private affairs, which had 

suffered from neglect. He writes to Owen as follows : 

" 
Morristown 18 March 1780. 

" 
Dear Owen 

" 
I wish to retire from the perplexities & embarrassments in which 

my Office is involved, but we must act with caution to obtain as large 

supplies as possible towards discharging our Debts ; and the Love I have 

for the Army & my country, prevents my taking any hasty measures to 

quit the service when I see my presence is both useful & necessary. 
" 

I must watch for the favorable moment to retreat, which I am more 

anxious to do on account of my numerous public Accounts which remain 

unsettled. 

"Without your continuance for some time I shall be involved in still 
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greater difficulties?therefore am much obliged by your determination 

not to quit me hastily. ... I know that Gen. Greene thinks our ser 

vices cannot be dispensed with, if he is obliged to continue. 

"Yrafflb. Bro. 
" 

C. Biddle." 

From Owen Biddle to Colonel Philip Marsteller, Lebanon, 
Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. 

" 
Philadelphia 18 July, 1780. 

"Dear Sir 

"I have spared no reasonable pains to obtain money for you, but 

without success. . . . 
" 

Your situation is deplorable but not singular; we all groan under 

public poverty, and wish devoutly to be relieved, but as yet cannot have 

our desires in any way ; they will neither do without us, nor enable us 

to do for them. I have wrote as spirited a representation of our case to 

be laid before General Greene as I was capable, & insisted upon some 

thing decisive being done. If we are necessary to the Public, we ought 
to be supported ; if useless we ought to be discharged. One of those 

alternatives I have insisted upon. . . . 

"This morning Doctor Cochran came from General Washington's 

Quarters ; he informs us that Admiral Greaves, with six ships of the 

line & six frigates are arrived at New York, & that People who had 

come from N. York to Head Quarters say there has been another en 

gagement between the combined fleets & the British in the West Indies, 
& that the latter has suffered considerably. This wants confirmation. 

We have no certain information of what is doing to the southward; 

only that most of the inhabitants of South Carolina had taken protec 
tion from the enemy ; the simple sheep have foolishly leagued with the 

ravenous wolf; in consequence of which the militia in that State are 

ordered to turn out to defend themselves against the Eebels. This will 

probably be an active, bloody, and expensive campaign ; but I do not 

conceive it will terminate the war, as the pulse of all the combatants 

beats high with expectation of Victory ; and no disposition to submit 

to degrading terms which some of them must come to before there can 

be peace. 
" 

I am with regard 
" 

Your obed* Serv* 

"Owen Biddle. 
" 

Col. Philip Marsteller 

"D.C.G.F. 
" 

Lebanon, Lancaster County." 

The two following letters are from his brother Clement. 

Vol. xvi.?21 
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"Morris Town May 16,1780. 
"Dear Owen 

"... The calls of the Treasury Board on the subject of Accounts 

finally decided me on resigning, that I might attend at Philada. by the 
lgt of June. 

" 
Accordingly I sent my resignation to Gen. Greene, & he sees the 

justice of my reasons, & approves of my retiring. I have wrote, & shall 

this day send my Letter to his Excellency, Gen1 Washington, inform 

ing of the reasons which obliged me to take this step. Although I think 
he wishes me not to leave him, I think he cannot object to it, & I expect 
to be with you before the end of the month. My next Letter will prob 

ably inform you with some certainty when I shall leave this. 
" 

I really quit the Army with reluctance, as I wish to serve my coun 

try ; and I prefer the Army to the City,?but I can now be of little ser 

vice by remaining ; my feelings are hurt on several accounts ; and the 

extensive & diffused state of my private Accounts alarms me when I 

think of my Family, in case any accident should prevent my personal 

attention to settling them. ... 
" 

Yr afft Bro. 
" 

C. Biddle." 

" Morris Town May 18,1780. 
" 

Dear Owen 
" 

I have this morning received a very affectionate and friendly letter 

from Gen1 Washington, which decides my leaving the Army, & shall 
set off in ten days, or perhaps sooner, for Philadelphia. 

" 
If you can engage a house that you think will suit me, you may now 

do so with certainty. 
" 

I am, Dr Owen, 
"Yrs C. Biddle." 

From Colonel Charles Pettit to Owen Biddle. 

" 
Sir. 
" 

I have just now recd a letter from the Board of Treasury, of which 

the following is an extract. This Letter seems to be in answer to one 

I wrote them yesterday, in which I mentioned the application I made on 

your behalf the 20th July for 140,560 dollars, and the general estimate 

of Col. C. Biddle, presented the 16th June. But what I here give you 
is all they say upon the subject. 

"I am Sir, 
" 

Your most humble Serv*. 

"Chas. Pettit. 
" 

3. Augt. 1780. 
" 

Owen Biddle Esqr." 
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"Treasury Office, 
2nd August 1780. 

"Sir 
" Your application dated the 31st. ultimo for Eight hundred and sixty 

thousand, two hundred and fifty-eight Dollars for the use of Col. A. 

Steel, William Cook, and J. Bennet, Deputies in the Forage Department, 
has been considered by the Board. It is not in the power of the Treas 

ury to supply you at present, which renders it expedient to defer the 

requisite report in your favor." 

In the month of July, 1780, General Nathaniel Greene 

resigned his position as quartermaster-general ; and Colonel 

Timothy Pickering was appointed, on the 5th of August, to 

succeed him. There was considerable delay in his arriving 
at head-quarters, which did not happen until the 30th of 

September; and numerous letters passed between the 

brothers on the subject. Clement writes on the 15th of 

September as follows : 

"Camp, Sept. 15,1780. " 
Dear Owen 

" 
I wrote by an Express which went yesterday, since which I have not 

much to add. 
" 

As Col. Pickering was not arrived, and this day was the last on which 

our certificates had any validity by the Eesolve of Congress of 23d 

ulto., Geni. Greene & myself waited on Gen1 Washington, & repre 

sented the case, which occasions much difficulty. An Express is gone off 

to hasten Col. Pickering to Camp, and the General is to give me a special 

power to give such certificates as are required for ten Days, or until Col. 

Pickering arrives. Nothing but the good of the Army and Service could 
induce me to act under such circumstances,?but from my attachment to 

them I must from my feelings and sentiments do all in my power till my 
successor arrives ; and I earnestly pray it may be soon. 

" With Becky's & my Love to you all, 
"I remain, 

" 
Yr affect Bro. 

"C. Biddle." 

" 
Camp Tappan, Septem. 21, 1780. 

" 
Dear Owen 

" 
I wrote you a few days ago that Gen1 Washington had gone to Dan 

bury to an interview with the Count de Eochambeau, and the Army is 
commanded by Gen1 Greene. 

" 
Yesterday we removed from Kinderhook, about 8 miles back, to our 

old Camp at this place. 
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"The Troops have been frequently without beef, and I am sorry to 

see their supplies so short and uncertain. . . . We are without news 

yet of Col. Pickering, but surely the General's letter of the 16th must 

bring him up before this week is out. I am really anxious to get to 

Philadelphia with my Family. " I am Dr Owen, with Becky's & my love to the Family, 
" 

Your affect Bro. 

"C. Biddle." 

It was this time, during the absence of Washington from 

the army, while on a visit to Count Rochambeau, at Hart 

ford, which General Arnold selected to meet Major Andr?, 
near Stony Point, for the purpose of making arrangements 
with him for delivering up West Point to the British. 

The following letters from his brother Clement and Geo. 

Lux follow : 
"Camp Tappan Sept. 26,1780. 

"Dear Owen 
" 

General Arnold went off from West Point on board one of the Ene 

my's ships which lay below Stony Point ; on Major Andr?, the British 
D. Adjt. Geni, being taken up by a party of militia, & a number of papers 

found on him, at Tarry town ; which discovered a plot for delivering up 

the Fort on this day ; but the change of wind prevented their Ships 
coming up, and Major Andr? being secured, brought the affair to light, 

just as Geni. Washington arrived at the Fort on his return from Hartford 

?but I have no further particulars yet. 
" 

The 1st Pennsylvania Brigade marched last night for West Point, 
<& the whole Army are under arms; this probably was the destina 

tion of the eight Eegiments, supposed for Virginia, which I mentioned 

in the enclosed letter for you to communicate to Thos. Eichardson. 

"I shall set off on Thursday, unless Gen1 Washington should not 

arrive here to-morrow. 
" 

I hope to see you by the middle or latter end of next week, & am, 
" 

Dr Owen, Yr affect. Bro. 
"C. Biddle." 

" 
Baltimore 17 Oct., 1780. 

(Wednesday) " Dear Sir 
" . . . . Most people here were extremely shocked at General Ar 

nold's treachery, but I must confess I was not ; for I have uniformly 

thought him capable of every villainy, ever since the year 1776. Poor 

Major Scull gave me such instances of his mal-practices as fixed him a 

Eascal in my opinion, which no subsequent action of gallantry on his 

part could ever eradicate. The poor Major constantly concluded every 
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letter from Canada with expressing his fears that Arnold's treachery or 

rashness would be the ruin of our affairs in that quarter. " I am glad to hear of the spirit of vigor exercised by your Council in 

banishing old Franks and Billy Hamilton. I am no advocate for perse 

cution, but it is certainly time to throw aside that lenity to the disaf 

fected, which has been so constantly abused ; our State is too much so, but 

they have never had the enemy among them to arouse their feelings, nor 

discovered any active treason in a man of note. . . . 
" We are told that Geni. Gates will be speedily in Philada. in order to 

have a Court of Enquiry upon him for his behavior at the Battle of Cam 

den. Ill-natured people freely express their suspicions of his being 

bribed,?but it is a very ungenerous thing. He is neither insatiably 
avaricious nor profusely extravagant (both of which Arnold was),?and 
therefore has not the proper foundation of corruption. I pity him ex 

tremely, for he has lately lost his only son Bob, who died'last week of a 

consumption ; poor Mrs. Gates is almost out of her senses, for she per 
suaded her Husband to take command of the Southern army, which he 

at first intended to decline; so that she incessantly exclaims against 
herself for being the cause of his misfortune. It is said here Geni. 

Greene is to take command of the Southern army, which I hope will 

be the case ; for Geni. Smallwood, though sensible and clever, has not 

alertness and activity enough in his composition for so important and 

complicated a command. . . . 
" 

Please to remember Kitty and me particularly and affectionately to 

Cousin Sally, Johnny, and the rest of your Family,?to Uncle John, 

your brother Clem, and his Lady, Gen1 & Mrs. Wilkinson, Dr. and Mrs. 

Hutchinson. Kitty is very well considering her situation. 
" 

I am, Dear Sir, 
" 

Yours affectionately, 
"Geo. Lux. 

"Owen Biddle, Esqr." 

From Owen Biddle to Colonel Robert L. Hooper, Easton, 

Pennsylvania. 

"Philada., Dec'r. 31, 1781. 

"Dear Sir 

"... I have sent by the return of the waggon one Barrel of Ma 

deira Wine contg 25 Gallons. Col. Marshall chose the Pipe for General 

Washington, Col. Pettit, Col. Biddle, and yourself, and I hope it will 

prove to your satisfaction. I am with great Esteem 

"Your friend and humble Serv* 
"Owen Biddle. 

"To Col. Eobt. L. Hooper, Jr. 
" 

D.Q.M.G., Easton." 
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In 1782 the war was practically over, and during its con 

tinuance Mr. Biddle had suffered much thereby in estate. 

Three of his vessels had been captured and destroyed by the 

enemy, and his losses otherwise appear to have been large.1 
Pie had a family consisting of a wife and seven children ; 
the eldest, a daughter, being then twenty-two years of age. 
These were not the days of large pensions. He was com 

pelled to make an assignment for the benefit of his credi 

tors, which he did, January 8, 1783, to James Bringhurst, 
Richard Wells, and John Field.2 His property proved more 

than sufficient to satisfy his creditors, and after distribution 

had been made a small surplus remained. 

About this time he became melancholy and despondent.3 
He viewed his past conduct?that of taking such an active 

part in the Revolution?not merely as blameworthy but as 

culpable ; and he was so much affected as to offer a paper of 
" 

acknowledgment" on the 30th of May, 1783, to the Monthly 

Meeting of Philadelphia. The minute made by the clerk 

for the occasion was : " A paper offered by Owen Biddle 

1 
From his memorandum book : 

"April 4,1782. Capt. McNachton brought Jos. Hill's protest of the 

loss of the Ship Minerva, Capt. Earle. 
" 
May 2nd, 1782. This morning we received intelligence that a large 

fleet of outward bound vessels were mostly captured by a number of 

British frigates which are cruising off our capes ; and that six inward 

bound had shared the same fate. Likewise by a person from New York, 
that a packet had arrived the 28th of last month, and that the current 

talk in New York was that she had brought an account that Great Britain 

had consented to acknowledge the independence of America. 
" 

June 2nd, 1782. First day. Yesterday we received an account of 

further losses by sea, which leaves but little behind. We are brought 

nearly to that situation which is blessed, for having nothing to expect, 
we shall not be disappointed. 

" 
The proceeds of the schooner Little Tom, and an adventure on board 

the brig Joanna, are both arrived in New York." 
2 

James Bringhurst and Eichard Wells subsequently reassigned to 

John Biddle, Jr., and Thomas Stewardson. 
3 His daughter, Mrs. Anne Tatum, says, 

" 
I have understood he was 

for a season unfit, from depression of spirits, to attend to the common 

concerns of life. . . . His indifference to the accumulation of wealth 

remained a striking feature of his character through life." 



Owen Biddle. 327 

being read, a degree of solemnity prevailed, in which the 

sympathy and satisfaction of the meeting were evident." 

In this paper he says,? 

" 
I have been made sensible of my past deviations. ... I was led into 

taking an active part in the late war, and joining in the measures which 

led thereto. I became instrumental, in some measure, to a series of 

public calamities and private distresses, the unavoidable consequences of 

war, which, through mercy, I have been favored to see, is contrary to 

the nature and precepts of the Gospel of our Lord and Savior, Jesus 

Christ. A conduct so unguarded, and contrary to the peaceable princi 

ples of Christianity has brought remorse and sorrow. ... To be restored 

again to membership with you is the sincere and fervent desire of your 

friend, 

"Owen Biddle." 

This acknowledgment, offered at a time when he had, in 

the estimation of the major part of the community where 

he resided, rendered valuable and important services in the 

accomplishment of the independence of his country, and 
was therefore undoubtedly held in high esteem and honor, 

showed, we think, as much moral courage as was required 
of him when he threw off the Quaker yoke and entered so 

heartily into the war of the Revolution. It was an illustra 

tion, and a conspicuous one, that in so doing he was actu 

ated by lofty principle, and was determined to follow his 

conscientious convictions of what he deemed to be right and 

proper, however humiliating they might be, and regardless 
of the views and opinions of others. He was willing to re 

linquish all the honor to which by his services he was en 

titled, and to make public avowal that, on calm reflection, 
he was convinced he had erred and transgressed. We must 

respect and esteem a man who makes so open and candid a 

confession, even though we may think his judgment to have 
been mistaken. 

In a manuscript which he left (though there is no date to 

it), he says,? 

"In the course of my commercial affairs it has been my concern to 

promote things honest in the sight of men, and desirous to appear ap 

proved in my own mind. . . . Towards the latter period of the time 
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which I continued in business, I was engaged in publick concerns greatly 
to my injury; and while in this station my affairs were unattended to in 

such a degree, that I could not wind up with that satisfaction which I 
could wish ; but believe that all things work together for good to those 

who love the Lord. I am encouraged to hope that these events will 

prove essentially beneficial to me and my posterity in the end." 

Thereafter, for the remainder of his life, he was in close 

unanimity with Friends. It is believed by his descendants 

that he then destroyed what papers he may have possessed 

regarding the Revolutionary War, as few of any importance 
have been discovered among his effects; and what docu 

ments they do possess, relating to him, have been principally 
derived from other sources. 

In the year 1790 he published a tract1 on the propriety 
of establishing a boarding-school, which had the effect of 

drawing the attention of Friends to the subject; and in the 

Yearly Meeting for the year 1794, a large committee was 

appointed to take the subject into consideration, which 

finally resulted in the purchase of the farm of James Gib 

bons, in Westtown Township, Chester County, Pennsyl 
vania (about six hundred acres), for ?6083 6s 8d, equal to 

$16,222.22. He was on the first committee appointed (Oct. 

3,1794) to take charge of the school, and so remained until 

his death. The school was opened for the reception of 

scholars in May, 1799 (the year of his decease), and has 

continued from that period to the present, educating numer 

ous children of both sexes ; the number of boarders having 
been, up to the year 1882, according to a statement published 
in a history of the school for that year, by Watson W. De 

1 
The full title of this tract is as follows : 

" 
Plan for a School, on an 

establishment similar to that of Ackworth, in Yorkshire, Great Britain ; 

varied to suit the circumstances of the Youth within the limits of the 

Yearly Meeting for Pennsylvania and New Jersey : Introduced with the 

Sense of Friends in New England on the subject of Education, and an 

Account of some Schools in Great Britain ; to which is added Observa 

tions and Eemarks, intended for the consideration of Friends. 

"Philadelphia, " Printed by Joseph Crukshank, 1790, 8vo." 
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wees, four thousand nine hundred and thirty-one boys, and 

six thousand and seventy-five girls. 
In addition to the loss of property, he was on the 28th of 

September, 1793, bereaved of a daughter, who died of the 

yellow fever, aged thirty-two years ; and in the next year, 
on the 16th of August, 1794, his wife expired at Downing 
town, her native place, and was there interred. His own 

death occurred on Sunday, March 10, 1799, in the sixty 
second year of his age. 

Notwithstanding the evening of his days was clouded, 
and his spirits depressed by affliction and trials, and with a 

large family to support and a scanty purse, he has never 

theless left to his descendants a legacy more precious than 

gold,?the example of a chivalrous, conscientious, and un 

tarnished life. 
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